The book takes the reader on a journey. This starts with an overview of UK local government's decline from a position of relative apolitical autonomy and freedom from central government control, to today's contradictory position, where rhetoric around notions of (so-called) "localism" coincides with budget cuts and the proposed forced "academisation" of schools. Newman explains how, in the intervening period, local government became increasingly politicised, central government's control grew, and managerialism encouraged local authorities to move from service delivery to commissioning other, usually private sector, organisations as service providers.
This background is used as the foundation stone on which Newman builds her main argument. She makes the case that injustice and inequality eventually harm everyone, rich as well as poor (although, clearly, it is the latter who suffer most), and that, therefore, an ethical framework centred on needs, rights, social justice (fairness) is needed. It is her contention that councillors and their officers, at a time when the private sector is, in her view, too dominant (case studies are given in support of this contention), have the potential -and the duty -to develop and implement such a framework. At the heart of this is Newman's concern about inequality; about how the voices of the rich and powerful (the elites) dominate in today's world. This is to the detriment of the poor. Their relatively precarious financial and employment circumstances clearly limit their freedom to participate fully in, for example … local government. Newman argues that if local democracy is to be reclaimed from a market-dominated politics and business elites, councillors, so long seen as -essentially -agents of central government responsible for hitting centrally-imposed targets, while grappling with reducing budgets, will, "…need to address power inequalities and to increase the capacity of individuals or groups to engage in the policy process" (p. 101). Several case studies illustrate how local authorities are attempting to reach out to their constituents. The point is also made, however, that most change comes from outside organisations; increasingly, today, via social media. Consequently, government must listen to and work with social and community groups.
The book concludes by reiterating the point that citizens must be involved in determining policy direction for democracy to work properly. Overall, the book offers some evidence to suggest that all is not lost, but there is clearly a long way to go. To an extent it is unfair to expect local government, so closely controlled by central government, to solve the current problems of democracy. However, to take a positive view, the sheer number of councils, their closeness to the people and their variety across the tiers from parish to city, via district, borough, and county, means that there is scope for innovation, and progress.
It is to be hoped that enough people, be they councillors, officers, students, or simply the generally interested, read this thought provoking, informative book.
